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Introduction

Due to the instability and complications around meal programs since the outset of the
COVID-19 pandemic, we continue to rely on the most recently available School Breakfast
and National School Lunch Program participation data provided by the Vermont Agency of
Education, from October 2019, as the basis for our calculations. This remains a strong and
detailed data set that offers a clear and accurate glimpse into how universal school meal
programs already operate and are likely to operate for additional schools under statewide
universal school meals. There are far too many uncontrollable environmental factors
influencing data during the pandemic to make it useful for this exercise.

Financial Impact Estimate

The total financial impact of Universal School Meals to the State is reliant on several factors.
Meal participation is the single greatest variable in determining the financial impact of
Universal School Meal programs because the state would be covering the difference
between paid and free federal reimbursements in “paid”-category meals. There are
additional direct costs, such as the state coverage of the small charge for reduced-price
meals, and some programmatic savings (unpaid meal charges and economies of scale, for
example) as well. Any additional investments schools/districts choose to make in their meal
programs would be borne through the regular school budget, as they are currently. A
summary of our estimation of this financial impact follows, along with a more detailed
explanation of our methodology.

In this report, we present a range of likely outcomes that reflect participation gains
documented in peer-reviewed research and the participation gains and total participation
rates seen in Vermont schools operating universal meal programs in 2019 and over the
preceding six years.

Each of the scenarios represented in Table 1 (on the next page) demonstrates the State cost
of covering all meals up to the federal free reimbursement rate for Vermont public schools at
different estimated rates of student participation (daily meals served as a percentage of
enroliment).



Table 1: estimated state costs for Universal Meals in four participation scenarios.

Scenario: Estimated Additional
' Costs: Meals:

(2) Vermont School Participation increases: 63.1% $15.4 million 2.5 million

increase in Breakfast, 15.5% in Lunch ’ (+22%)

(3) All students participating at the same rate as free &

reduced-price students: $21.9 million 4.6 million

40.6% Participation in Breakfast, 68.2% Participation in ’ (+40%)

Lunch

(4) Total Participation in Vermont USM Schools,

unadjusted: $25.9 million 7.3 million

60% Participation in Breakfast, 75% Participation in ) (+64%)

Lunch, unadjusted ‘paid’ participation

The USDA began piloting the community Eligibility Provision (CEP) in a small number of
states in 2011. Estimate (1) in Table 1 (above) represents the statistically-significant
participation increases observed in the USDA's evaluation report of the program, the largest
peer-reviewed study that has examined participation in universal meal programs. This study
is consistent with other peer-reviewed research on the subject (see literature review).?
However, there are a number of reasons why we believe the USDA study under-estimates
the student participation increases we are likely to see in Vermont schools under statewide
universal school meals.® Estimates from the Joint Fiscal Office have ranged as high as $40
million, which assumes 90% participation (effectively every student eating, less absent
students). We believe this assumption significantly over-estimates the student participation
increases that we are likely to see in Vermont schools under statewide universal school
meals. Given the wealth of evidence at our disposal, these extreme maximum and minimum

"Logan, et al. (This USDA study represents consistent findings among peer reviewed research and is
shown in the matrix for reference. However, we are not including the estimate derived from
participation changes observed in this study in our range of likely outcomes. We believe that these
observed participation increases are too low for a number of reasons which are explained in the
methodology section. The full participation estimate similarly excluded from our range but provided
here for reference.)

2 See especially: Cohen, at al, who surveyed 47 research studies that examined the effects of
Universal School Meals. See also: Andreyeva and Sun; Hecht, et al; Leos-Urbel, et al; Pokorney, et
al; Tan, et al; and Turner, et al.

% Our primary reasons for disregarding this figure are: 1) schools that have been evaluated in
peer-reviewed research are schools that have, generally,very high rates of free & reduced-price
eligibility and high participation prior to implementing CEP (and therefore have limited room for
participation growth), and 2) Vermont schools on the whole average participation rates in excess of
national averages.



theoretically possible outcomes fall far outside the range of likely outcomes.* These
represent the minimum and maximum liability, but they do not represent outcomes that are
even remotely likely.

Estimates (2), (3), and (4) in Table 1, highlighted in green, represent the projected range of
likely participation and financial impact outcomes under statewide universal school meals,
based on the experiences of Vermont schools. Estimate (2) represents the participation
growth in Vermont schools after operating universal meals for four year relative to
participation rates prior to implementing a universal meal provision. Estimate (3) assumes
that paid-category students would participate at the same rate as free and reduced-price
eligible students in their school already do. Estimate (4) uses the total participation rates for
all students in Vermont schools serving Universal Meals in 2019-20, rounded up to the
nearest 5% for caution.® In estimates (2), (3), and (4), we project participation increases
resulting in 2.5-7.5 million additional meals served to kids at school each year.

All of these estimates use free and reduced price enrollment demographics for the 2019-20
school year. We do not control for changes to the percentage of free and reduced-price
eligible students. JFQO’s estimate assumes a decline in the rate of free and reduced price
designations, but this is based on a very small decline in the free and reduced rate during
the pandemic, which has directly affected schools’ ability to collect meal applications in many
ways beyond just children receiving meals for free. There is no evidence to suggest that this
trend will continue, and there is even some suggesting it could turn around. 3SquaresVT
participation is starting to increase more significantly, and plans to implement a new and
easier to use Universal Income Declaration Form will help schools identify families to reach
out to with personalized support to assist them in applying for programs for which they may
be eligible, or to fill out a school meal application when necessary.

Beyond direct reimbursement for meals, there are some additional financial variables that
will shift under statewide universal school meals.

e Current Universal Meal Spending. $2.9 million in current meal program spending at
schools that have already implemented USM would move from the regular school
budgeting process to categorical aid funding. This would not change the total
investment from the Ed Fund.

o Unpaid meal charges would be eliminated. We estimate that unpaid student meal
debt currently costs Vermont schools roughly $1 million per year, though that could
be higher. These costs would be eliminated with universal meals.

e Federal funding: In 2019 the NSLP and SBP brought $24 million in federal funding
to Vermont schools.® In our three estimate scenarios, additional funding would be
brought into Vermont:

4 We have illustrated this in Table 1 by shading rows (1) and (5) in yellow, while the estimates that
make up our range are shaded in green.

5 The unrounded rates are 56.6% and 70.25% respectively for breakfast and lunch; they are rounded
to 60% and 75%.

& Approx. $24 million in Federal funding came into Vermont in the last pre-pandemic fiscal year for
school breakfast and lunch (reimbursement for free, reduced-price, and paid meals and cash value of
USDA commodities). An additional $7 million in federal funding supported SFSP and CACFP, total
Federal outlay for Child Nutrition Programs in Vermont was $31 million. This number has been
substantially higher during the pandemic. Source: https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/child-nutrition-tables



o Estimate (2) would draw down an additional $2.8 million in federal funds
($26.8m total)

o Estimate (3) would draw down an additional $3.0 million in federal funds
($27.0m total)

o Estimate (4) would draw down an additional $5.0 million in federal funds
($29.0m total)

e Costs of producing school meals & economies of scale. Federal reimbursement
is usually not adequate to cover the cost of producing a meal, and many school
nutrition programs augment their meal costs with other revenue in the nutrition
program account (like a la carte sales, adult meals, or catering) or through their
district’s budget. Schools may still need to engage in some of these practices under
statewide universal school meals. At the same time, the new Local Food Purchasing
Incentive enacted in 2021, along with improved economies of scale, may significantly
close this cost of meal gap. Studies have shown substantial per-plate savings for
child nutrition programs by increasing participation, particularly for school breakfast.
This is strongest in schools with large gaps between lunch and breakfast
participation.” One study found that CEP schools spend, on average, $0.58 less on
producing a breakfast and $0.67 less per lunch.®

Estimate Methodology
In order to estimate the cost of universal school meals, we had to determine the following
factors:

e Population of students directly impacted by the legislation (those not already
participating in universal meal programs)
Participation rates in all schools for all claiming groups in the 2019-20 school year
Estimated participation in universal meals programs
Difference between federal reimbursement for free and paid meals®
Average price charged to each student for breakfast and lunch in Vermont

Out of a total of 297 schools, 85 Vermont public schools offer at least one meal free to all
students (breakfast) and 65 of these schools offer both breakfast and lunch free of charge.
In the remaining schools, students who do not qualify for free meals are charged for their
meals.”® These schools would be directly impacted by the mandate to serve universal
school meals. 56,000 students are enrolled in schools that do not offer universal breakfast,
and 64,000 are enrolled in schools that do not offer universal lunch.

Student Participation
Student participation has the greatest impact on the overall cost of the legislation, and this
year we have worked to define a range of likely changes to the participation rates in newly

"Ollinger, et al.

8 Long, et al.

® Reimbursement rates are set annually by USDA. Current rates can be found here:
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/fedrates-1.pdf

'® During the pandemic, meals have been free to all children and reimbursed by the USDA at the
higher reimbursement rate of the Summer Food Service Program. This is a result of program waivers
permitted by Congress and is not permanent. The waivers are set to expire on June 30, 2022.




universal schools. In order to determine the likely range of outcomes, we have used three
distinct methods for estimating participation.

1. Averaging the percent increase in participation in schools that have implemented
Universal School Meals. This method is widely used in academic research that has
examined participation in universal meal programs.

2. Equalizing paid participation to the participation rate of free and reduced-price eligible
students in non-universal schools.

3. Averaging the total participation in USM schools in the “current” (2019) data set.

Academic research has nearly universally found very small increases (often in the 5-10%
range) in participation when schools switch to universal meals in evaluative studies, however
the schools that have implemented USM programs nationwide are mostly schools that have
all or nearly all meals reimbursed at the free rate through CEP, this has not been the case in
Vermont.” The participation increases that we have observed in Vermont USM schools
have far exceeded the results in national surveys.'?

To find the average percent increase in participation in Vermont schools after adopting USM,
we examined every school that has operated USM for four years." We found an increase in
the number of students eating meals of 63.1% for breakfast and 15.5% for lunch. The
participation increase in breakfast grew each year (up to year four of operating a universal
program), while the participation increase in lunch was far more stable over time, with some
minimal fluctuation.™ This reflects the relatively lower pre-USM participation rates in
breakfast, as well as the additional steps that many schools have taken to make breakfast
more accessible for students (like starting Breakfast in the Classroom (BIC)) in addition to
operating the universal program.'” This participation estimate serves as the low end of our
likely range because percentage increases could be higher in schools with lower starting
participation percentages (the average participation rates in these schools prior to
implementing USM were 38.5% for breakfast and 65.6% for lunch, compared to 18.9% and
46.4% in currently non-universal schools).

To estimate paid student participation another way, we also examined the participation rates
in 2019 among each claiming group in non-universal meals schools. In these schools,
40.6% of free and reduced-price students ate breakfast and 68.2% ate lunch; paid-category
students ate at rates of 9.3% and 36.1% for breakfast and lunch respectively. We then
estimated costs if all students were as equally as likely to eat as those who were already
receiving the meal for free. This method for estimating participation has the benefit of

" In Vermont, schools with much lower direct certification rates have implemented and continued to
operate CEP, and some schools and districts ineligible for CEP have operated Provision 2 as well.

2 From 35.1% and 14.6% increases in breakfast and lunch participation respectively in year 1 of
operating a provision to 63.1% and 15.5% increases by year 4 (by far the highest rate in breakfast,
though lunch peaked at a 17.7% increase in year 2) in 54 schools. Far fewer schools have operated
for five or six years, and the participation increases declined in those smaller sample sets.

® Some schools have operated with a universal meals provision for five or six years, but this sample
size is considerably smaller, so we compared the fourth year for all schools that have served USM for
at least that long.

4 Breakfast participation increase range: 35.1%-63.1%, lunch participation increase range: 13.8%-
17.7% (low-high over years 1-5 of universal meal programs).

5 For example, Academy School in Brattleboro started serving breakfast in the classroom in year 4 of
operating a universal program in 2019, which is directly responsible for a near 5% jump that year in
the overall breakfast participation rate among all universal schools.



controlling for other differences between individual school meal programs that are not
impacted by USM.

To set a high end to our estimate range we examined the current participation rates for
breakfast and lunch in universal meals schools. At these schools, 56.6% of all students eat
breakfast and 70.3% of students eat lunch. For the purpose of setting a top-of-the-range
estimate (and to conservatively account for any uncertainty), we rounded up to the nearest
five percent: 60% and 75% for breakfast and lunch respectively. Using the total participation
in meals at universal schools is very likely to overstate the participation increases (leading to
too-high of an estimate) because the schools that already operate USM programs (largely
CEP) have the largest concentrations of students from low-income households, who are
more likely to eat school meals, even when they are free to all students.'® That, in turn, will
skew the sample to higher participation rates than would likely be expected of other schools.
This is demonstrated in Figure 1 in the “Relevant Data” section."”

In Table 1, we also listed an estimate with nearly full participation (90% of students eating
breakfast and lunch).”® This demonstrates the physical bounds possibility for participation
increases, but it is strictly an outlier value that has no predictive value for future participation
averages. Though these scenarios could be predictive for individual schools with similar
characteristics, they are in no way predictive for the overall trend. This estimate is provided
for reference but represents something akin to a 99th-percentile outcome for any single
school.

Provision 2, the federal program nearly all additional schools in Vermont would operate to
serve universal meals, reports meal claims by category in an original base year that sets
participation rates in future years of the program at the school. Though all meals are served
free to all students, ‘paid’-category student participation is counted & set in the base year
and consistently lags behind free and reduced-price categories. Though we are certain that
this difference in participation between paid and free/reduced would exist in nearly every
school, we did not control for lower paid student participation because of insufficient data,
which would lower the financial impact of the bill.

Using these estimated participation rates and the students enrolled in each claiming
category in non-universal schools, we were able to estimate the number of meals that would
be served over a 175-day school year and the number of those that would be claimed as
paid. School meal programs would be reimbursed for the difference between the Federal
“free” reimbursement rate and “paid” reimbursement rate by the state education fund,
costing $15.3-25.8 million annually.’® Additionally, the state already covers the small family
contribution to reduced price meals through the General Fund ($300,000-$400,000), and the

8 Moore, et al. & Leos-Urbel, et al.

7 We also calculated the correlation coefficients between free and reduced price eligibility
determinations and participation in breakfast and lunch in universal meals schools. For school
breakfast: p= +0.43, and for lunch: p= +0.63. Correlation is measured on a scale of -1 (perfect
negative correlation) to +1 (perfect positive correlation). This represents a fairly strong positive
correlation.

'8 This represents 90% of enrollment, but attendance must be factored in— with 90-95% attendance
about standard, 90% participation represents nearly every single student eating every day.

% This amounts to $1.64 per breakfast and $3.31 per lunch.



additional reduced price meals served, derived the same way, would cost the State roughly
$80,000-$100,000 annually.

Relevant Data & Charts

2019 claims data participation rates in traditional service model (non-USM) schools:
e Breakfast:
o 18.9% of students eat breakfast
o 9.3% of paid students eat breakfast
o 40.6% of free and reduced price students (eat for free in VT) eat breakfast
e Lunch:
o 46.4% of students eat lunch
o 36.1% of paid students eat lunch
o 68.2% of free and reduced price students (eat for free in VT) eat lunch
2019 claims data participation rates in USM schools:
e Breakfast:
o 56.6% of students eat breakfast
o 49.7% of students eat breakfast in Provision 2 and non-pricing models
o 35.4% of paid students eat breakfast in Provision 2 and non-pricing
e Lunch:
o 70.3% of students eat lunch
o 58.3% of students eat breakfast in Provision 2 and non-pricing models
o 49.4% of paid students eat breakfast in Provision 2 and non-pricing

Meal Participation Increases at 60% and 75% participation rates for Breakfast and Lunch
e Breakfast:
o 4.169 million to 8.249 million served, 4.08 million additional breakfasts
o 98% increase in total breakfasts served
o Paid students: 2.31 million additional breakfasts (362% increase in breakfasts
served)
e Lunch:
o 7.233 million to 10,448 million served, 3.216 million additional lunches
o 45% increase in total lunches served
o Paid students: 2.12 million additional lunches (77% increase in lunches
served)

o Increase of 7.3 million meals served
o 64% increase in total meals served



Charts and Figures:

Figure 1 shows the total student participation rate in universal meal prog

rams in 2019 (each

marker representing a school), plotted against the percentage of students identified as free
or reduced price. This includes both schools operating CEP and Provision 2. Free and
reduced-price enrollment is determined during the base year for Provision 2 and
approximated by a formula for CEP schools. Linear trendlines are also shown for both

breakfast and lunch.

Figure 1: USM Participation and Low-Income Student Percentage
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Figure 2 shows the percentage increase in total participation in breakfast and lunch at
universal meals schools over the years of adoption relative to the last year preceding

universal provision adoption.

Figure 2: Participation Increase Over Time in USM
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Universal School Meals benefit all Vermont school children. Universal School Meals means
an investment of $15.4-25.9 million to give 80,000 children equal access to an essential tool
for success in school. That's as little as $192.50 /student/year, $7.710 /student/school day.

Total annual costs | Cost per student | Cost/student/
school day
Participation increase model $ 15.4 million $ 192.50 $1.10
Paid-adjusted model $ 21.3 million $ 266.25 $1.52
Non-adjusted model $ 25.9 million $ 323.75 $1.85

The eligibility threshold for reduced-price meals is 185% of the federal poverty line, only
$32,227 for a single parent with one child. Joint Fiscal Office’s Vermont Basic Needs Budget
2021 estimates that a single parent/one child household in urban Vermont requires $67,759
to meet basic needs, more than twice the income-level that qualifies for USM, and nearly
400% of the federal poverty line. As family size increases, this gap only grows.
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conducted. Among free and reduced-price eligible children, Black and Hispanic
children, children experiencing food insecurity outcomes, and children living in
households with working adults were most likely to eat meals relative to otherwise
similar children. Smaller correlations to household income, gender, and the number
of children in a household were observed.
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This USDA report examines economies of scale and other aspects of school meal
program costs and finances. This study found that school breakfasts generally cost
more than reimbursement, while school lunches cost less, consistent with findings
from previous USDA reports (see USDA’'s School Lunch and Breakfast Study II).
“For both breakfasts and lunches, the average cost to schools declined as the
number of meals served increased. This effect of economies of scale was much
stronger for breakfasts than for lunches. For SFAs serving the largest number of
breakfasts, per-breakfast costs were estimated to be 51 percent of those for SFAs
serving the lowest number of breakfasts. For SFAs serving the largest number of
lunches, per-lunch costs were 81 percent of those for SFAs serving the lowest
number of lunches... Within an SFA, the balance between breakfasts and lunches
served had a large effect on breakfast costs. In areas with the highest imbalance,
such as most suburban areas, the decline in per-meal breakfast costs is substantial,
with per-meal breakfast costs potentially declining by about 50 percent if the number
of breakfasts served were to equal that of lunches.” As the ratio of school breakfasts
to lunches nears 1:1, breakfast costs were shown to decline, likely as a result of labor
being efficient for lunch but underutilized for breakfast, when participation is
significantly lower.
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This simulation study of the impact of CEP on family purchasing power and food
insecurity found that CEP may have allowed 3.2% of food-insecure children and their
families to move to full food security by increasing their purchasing power.
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e This study examines the relationship between the adoption of CEP and school meal
participation in Maryland and Pennsylvania from 2013-2015 and 2016-2017. “After
controlling for participation rates in the year prior to CEP implementation, [CEP] was
associated with an... 8% increase in meal counts” in the NSLP.

Tan, May Lynn et al. “Community Eligibility Provision and School Meal Participation among Student
Subgroups.” The Journal of school health vol. 90,10 (2020): 802-811. doi:10.1111/josh.12942
e This study examines CEP and relationship to school meal participation. The study
found that full-price students were 20% more likely to participate in CEP breakfast
and 19% more likely in CEP lunch compared to schools not participating in CEP.

Turner, Lindsey et al. “Community eligibility and other provisions for universal free meals at school:
impact on student breakfast and lunch participation in California public schools.” Translational
behavioral medicine vol. 9,5 (2019): 931-941. doi:10.1093/tbm/ibz090
e “This study examines school-level adoption of any provision for universal free meals
and subsequent changes in student participation rates for [school breakfast and
lunch] in California from 2013-2014 to 2016-2017.” The study found participation
rates increased an average of 3.48 percentage points for breakfast and 5.79 points
for lunch the year following the adoption of a universal meal provision.
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